
F
experiences, they lament that they studied in school for years 
and yet cannot remember much in the target language beyond 

-
ligence or language ability, or they believe that learning a second 
language is simply unattainable to anyone beyond age eight. 

It is unacceptable that such reactions to language learning 

The ACTFL Position Statement on the Use of the Target Lan-

students in and beyond the classroom (see www.actfl.org/news/
position-statements/use-the-target-language-the-classroom). 
Much of the latest research and many authorities in second 

the sole source for input, to avoid teaching grammar devoid of a 
context, and to use more authentic sources.

In a recent Education Week

of 1 percent. Why the dismal results? Many experts agree that it's 
because there is too much emphasis on grammar and translation 

language use themselves. We may see the abstract ideal, but the 
-

others, activate the kind of learning that is taking place in more 
and more language classrooms.

90%+ TARGET LANGUAGE,
AUTHENTIC TEXTS,
NO ISOLATED GRAMMAR?
HOW?
Editor’s Note: Following in 
the spirit of the previous 
article on 21st century 
support systems, Caleb 
Zilmer presents a standards-
based approach that offers 
a fresh look at curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment, 
while redesigning the 
language learning 
environment.

By Caleb Zilmer

Students from Annie Tyner´s class at Ashland Middle School in Ashland, OR join Darcy Roger´s class 
at Crater Renaissance Academy in Central Point, OR for some collaborative language activities.
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Focus on Meaning Rather than 
Grammar
A focus on meaning leads to greater accuracy 
in the target language. An immersion environ-
ment in which language collaboratively and 
spontaneously manifests as a result of making 
meaning—a focus on communicative ability 
rather than accuracy and explicit grammar 
instruction—promotes natural language 
acquisition.

The paradigm shift here is from focusing on 
units or grammar to focusing on the skills 
students need to function in the second 

language level and production, and being 
part of a community. The approach (being 

in Central Point, OR) has been spreading as 
it has caught the attention of other language 
educators and received positive feedback 
from students.

With a greater focus on communica-
tion, students and teachers alike are freed 

Wangle, a former student of Rogers, says of the 

done in Spanish, from attendance, to giving 

With a 100% target language environment 

across one’s message and less of a focus on 
accuracy, especially at the beginning levels. 

-
tion, according to the ACTFL level descriptors 
for Novice and even through a good portion of 
the Intermediate level, it is understood that 

past time frame) are understood to be inac-
curate at times.

their focus from accuracy to communicative 
efficacy. It is not that the teacher pays no 

teacher handles and reacts to them. Language 
learners need expressions to ask for clarifica-
tion and to negotiate meaning in order to 
understand and be understood. Quickly learn-
ers realize that accuracy makes communication 
more efficient and effective and self-correction 

-
munication. It is important to note that every 

and communicative instance, so the teacher 
can determine in the moment if clarification 
needs to be made.

Yo hablar 
con yo mamá ayer noche -

Hablas con mi mamá anoche

or her mother last night.
Correction of errors is replaced by encour-

agement and praise for effective communi-
cation. Ruth Whalen Crockett of Francis W. 

-
vated to speak Spanish and actively engage 

With a focus on communicative effective-
ness and letting go of errors that do not 
obstruct meaning, the culture of the classroom 

The use of positive reinforcement is by no 

-

them the curricu-

and fearlessness in communicating. Students 
are not a part of their learning process, they 

need for accuracy, and learners become more 

proficiency.

Creating a Safe Environment for 
Experimentation
Social interaction that relies on communica-
tion and movement creates a culture that 
facilitates a safe environment where learn-
ers can experiment with different versions of 
themselves. Instructors and learners construct 
meaning together and have fluid roles in 
the classroom. It is an environment where 
learners are intrinsically motivated to use the 
target language.

With this approach to teaching the second 
language, the students’ lives become the 
curriculum. Because life cannot be antici-

classroom or in the students’ lives drives the 

For example, in a Spanish 2 class taught by 

existential analysis of the inherent issues 

a topic of interest to them using the second 
language exclusively, and to arrive at an 

drug use.
-

room, I have been most struck by the need 

-

together and can be huge in motivating us to 

She is not only saying she has to get out of 

or, rather, become a part of it. 

I reluctantly stood in the circle my classmates 
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Whalen Crockett describes the physical struc-
ture of a classroom that removes the barriers 
of desks and chairs. Instead, students are often 

their hands, giving each other high fives and 
playing games like rock, paper, scissors. Not only 
is it fun, but it also builds community, and such 
high energy brings up numerous opportunities 

including TPR-like gestures and circumlocution 

When students are not moving around, they 

the physical structure is malleable to the need 
of the communicative activity. While at times 
the format sounds chaotic, it is all done for a 

-

happens in the classroom, it becomes more 

Instruction and Assessment 
Informing One Another
A focus on accessible aspects of language 
allows learners to engage in tasks that facili-
tate communicative language growth at their 
appropriate level. Instruction and assessment 
are simultaneous activities—one constantly 
informs the other. Assessment facilitates scaf-
folding to give students greater ability. 

The concept of assessment and instruc-
tion informing one another is taken from 

-
ment. Rather than divest assessment from the 
instructional environment, assessment is an 
integral part of the instruction. With every 

appropriate (based on communicative effica-
cy), teachers either instruct in the moment or 
save thoughts to share later. Thus, assessment 
happens in the moment, as does instruction. 

-
stantly informed by an understanding of the 

Spanish I level students, possessive pronouns 
can be an issue. Thus, in the moment of utter-
ance, a teacher may remind them of the more 

accurately uses the possessive in other conver-
sations, because the teacher has noticed it is 
something that needs to be addressed. 

Whalen Crockett recounts an experience 

one of my students began telling a story about 
being accused by the police of stealing a 
bicycle. Initially, the student stopped the story 
because he didn’t believe he could tell it en-

to hear the interesting tale that they coached 
him through the telling of the event by asking 

the class to understand the story that fueled 

This student got stuck a number of times 
in the telling of his story by specific vocabu-
lary items and some advanced grammar. At 
one point, he and a couple of other students 

decir

contextually appropriate grammar is a hallmark 

the language level of the learners and the con-
text, different approaches are used, but TPR-like 
gestures and circumlocution are the mainstays. 

unless the other students can do it themselves!

alike engaged in natural conversation that 

By employing this research-based practice of 
making instruction and assessment one and the 
same activity, right at the students’ level, many 
teachers are saying that they are seeing greater 
proficiency in their students than in the past.

Administrators, too, notice changes. 

embracing the difficulty of communicating 

to have moved beyond embarrassment. This is 

of this article’s Spanish 1 class.

management challenge is in fact an intended 

see this as a problem, side conversations in 
the target language in the first three months of 
Spanish 1 can only be seen as a strength.

here are actually explicit goals of the approach 

 To speak the second language only
 To not be afraid of a second language 

environment

make mistakes)
 To be able to infer and circumlocute
 To participate and be part of the 

community

By holding to these five goals in the class-
room, the teacher and students create their 
community in the second language.

-
dents brainstormed problems and solutions. Mr. 

90%+ Target Language, Authentic Texts, No Isolated Grammar? How?

To read more about the approach 

go online to the Facebook group 
at tinyurl.com/organic-language-
facebook.
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F r o m  A C T F L

The Ideal Guide for Language Educators!

The Keys To  
Assessing LAnguAge  
PerformAnce
A Teacher’s Manual for Measuring  
Student Progress
“Does this count?” “is this going to be on the test?” students 
constantly ask these questions. Why? They want to know how 
their teacher is going to evaluate them. how can a teacher 
answer these questions in a way that will shape student learn-
ing and focus teaching on what really matters?

Written by language education expert Paul sandrock, this 
book provides language teachers with a step-by-step approach 
for designing performance assessments, developing effective 
rubrics, and using them to evaluate and track student prog-
ress in a standards-based program.

New teachers and veterans alike will turn again and again to this  
invaluable reference guide. Get one for yourself—and one for a colleague!

member Price:
$22.95

non-member Price:
$26.95

order your copy 
from the AcTfL 
online store at 
___�IK\Æ�WZO�
[\WZM�

See the website for 
special bulk quantity 
pricing!

THE KEYS 
to Assessing

Language Performance
 A teacher’s manual

for measuring student progress

one stops to notice that these Spanish 1 stu-
dents engaged in this conversation entirely in 
the target language, it is apparent that there is 
something exceptional happening here.

effective. It makes sense, and because it makes 

Not only does it make sense to immerse kids 
in the second language, but it’s so fun! I loved 
every minute of training, and I feel closer to 

Many educators find that the connections 

concepts are the most useful aspect to being 
involved in this international professional 

and support energize everyone. While some 
practitioners in the language profession have 

textbooks, and a focus more on communication 
than on explicit grammar instruction, there are 

second language for proficiency, and they and 
their students are finding deep fulfillment and 

I could never fit into the textbook, and I 
needed something that could meet students 

developing relationships based on trust and 

practices, and making the learning exciting 

Caleb Zilmer is a Spanish teacher at Eagle Point High 
School in Eagle Point, OR.

ABOVE: Teachers at a workshop led by Darcy 
Rogers at Escuela Esperanza in Huehuetenango, 
Guatemala.

BELOW: Students of Ruth Whalen Crockett engaged 
in one of Organic Language Acquisition’s many 
conversational structures.
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